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Figure 1: The concept for standardized avalanche education — SaveU — is divided into three levels
from beginner to expert. While the first two levels comprise basic and advanced courses which aim at
an increased theoretical and practical understanding of snow safety and avalanche prevention, the
third level offers special courses for avalanche professionals.
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Level 0

Similar to Avalanche Canada’s ‘Youth Programs’,
the SaveU avalanche education program aims at
raising awareness for avalanche risk among young
winter enthusiast. Online learning tutorials are of-
fered for children and youth of different ages, and
rough guidelines are provided to help educators and
teachers in snow safety and avalanche education in
schools.

Level 1

The first level in the education program is split in
three sections. 1) The BAS1 is a two days basic
course which focuses on the understanding and
practical application of avalanche forecast infor-
mation in the field. It targets all persons recreating
in uncontrolled winter backcountry and sets the
baseline in avalanche education. There are no pre-
requisites to participate. 2) To participate in the
‘Basic Avalanche Skills II' (BAS2), students have to
complete online learning tutorials to deepen their
knowledge. This increases the quality of the suc-
cessive course and ensures that every attendee is
proficient in the basics. 3) The BAS2 course starts
with an exam which tests the knowledge of the par-
ticipants to allow a more targeted education of the
group members. The following 4-days course is split
in classroom and field components. It builds on the
foundations of the BAS1 as well as the online tutori-
als and concludes with a theoretical exam and the
certification of the successful conclusion of the
SaveU Level 1.

Level 2

The second level in SaveU targets avalanche pro-
fessionals such as mountain/ski guides, alpine po-
lice or observers for the AWS’, as well as recrea-
tionists who aim to deepen their knowledge and be
more proficient in recognizing and managing ava-
lanche risk more independently. The ‘Advanced
Avalanche Skills 1° (AAS1) requires a successful
completion of SaveU Level 1 and a total of 30 self-
performed and documented snow profiles. Both
courses, the AAS1 and the AAS2 focus on the theo-
retical background of snow stability and avalanche
formation and teach how to detect and interpret
weak layers in the field. Between the two courses a
significant amount of online learning and reading, as
well as practical work is to be completed. Tests at
the beginning of the courses again aim to test the
attendees’ background knowledge and to set the
courses emphasis.

The ‘Advanced Search and Rescue Skills’ course is
a condition for the successful completion of SaveU
Level 2. However, only the BAS1 course is needed
to attend the course.

The SaveU Level 2 gives a profound theoretical
background on snow and avalanches, and provides

the students with all the requirements to self-assess
the avalanche situation in an area without an AWS.

Level 3

The third stage in the SaveU avalanche education
program is focused on avalanche professionals and
consists of various special courses depending on
the respective training needs. While the Level 2 sets
the standard for all professionals dealing with ava-
lanche risk assessment and management on a daily
basis, the Level 3 provides additional specialization
courses. While a mountain guide might need a fur-
ther education in human factors, terrain manage-
ment or avalanche rescue, an avalanche commis-
sioner requires additional education on monitoring
and documentation. The different specialization
courses need to be developed in collaboration with
the responsible institutions.

A good scientist is not automatically a good fore-
caster and neither must be good teachers. Thus, we
want to integrate a course in the SaveU Level 3 for
Best Practice in teaching, which enables the partici-
pants to teach Level 1 and Level 2 courses in a
structured and consistent way.

4. CONCLUSION & OUTLOOK

Standards in avalanche education will help to in-
crease the expertise of ski instructors, mountain
rescuers, honorary guides, alpine police, moun-
tain/ski guides, and also for avalanche forecasters
and their observers. It will lead to a backcountry
skiing community where basic avalanche education
turns into a must-have for all winter-mountaineers,
which improves the communication between the
warning services and the recreationists and conse-
quently leads to lower fatality numbers.

A continuous monitoring of avalanche accidents and
their causes along with information on the level of
training of the victims further helps to evaluate and
shape the educational program accordingly.

Acting in concert is the most effective way to de-
crease avalanche fatalities in the future. The estab-
lishment of a common avalanche educational sys-
tem depends on the cooperation of all institutions
and stakeholders in the avalanche community. The
educational program must be developed and
coached by one organization which has to be sup-
ported by every partaking institution. Specifications
and learning objectives need to be discussed - es-
pecially with regard to the specialization courses in
Level 3. The AWS’ could serve as overarching and
coordinating institutions. Another option would be
the establishment of an Avalanche Association —
similar to the ones in North America — which unites
the interests of all parties, represents the avalanche
community in Austria and hosts the SaveU ava-
lanche education program.
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The value of one single human life that can be
saved and the prevention of severe injuries is much
higher than the effort and costs to launch and pro-
vide a standardized educational program. Our goal
is similar to the ‘Vision Zero’ in traffic in Sweden
(Atkins & Granhed, 2012): No more fatalities! While
this goal seems far reached, we believe that a large
percentage of the avalanche incidents can be pre-
vented by a high quality education along with a
good avalanche forecast. The number of avalanche
fatalities has not yet reached the lowest possible
level.
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